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Southwest Talks

•

Go West, Young Woman
J oan J ensen

For this issue’s Southwest Talks, we feature renowned Western historian Joan
Jensen. Jensen, Professor Emerita at New Mexico State University, taught women’s history and recent U.S. history for many years and authored or edited over
a dozen books on agricultural, labor, and women’s history in the U.S. West over
her long career. Her latest book, co-edited with Michelle Wick Patterson, Travels
With Frances Densmore: Her Life, Work, and Legacy in Native American Studies came out in 2015. We asked Jensen about how she arrived at a career in western women’s history, how her scholarly approach to history has changed over her
career, and where she sees the field of western history going in the future. We hope
you enjoy her response as much as we did.
In 1955, when I arrived in the History Department at the University of
California at Los Angeles (UCLA), I was already a westerner. My family had
moved from Minnesota to California on the tide of preparations for war in
late 1940. My father was in the Minnesota National Guard and, as the possibility of the United States entering the war in Europe increased, the War Department nationalized his unit. At the time, the Minnesota National Guard was
the best prepared of all the state guards for combat and thus, earlier in 1940,
he was a part of the war games held in Minnesota. Still my father must have
been surprised to be called to serve in the regular army so soon because my
family had just moved to a farm north of St. Paul where my father intended to
expand his nursery business. My mother, eager to taste city life, had run away
from a poor Wisconsin farm, and was probably not sorry to leave that Minnesota farm. She must have had a huge garden that summer of 1940 because
she remembered canning a hundred quarts of tomatoes. Now, there would be
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no more summer gardening and no canning before the cold Minnesota winter months.
My mother loved living in California. She could buy fresh vegetables year
round. There was no need for her to can. My father served overseas during the
war, in both China and India. After the war, he worked as a salesman in downtown Los Angeles while we lived in the suburbs. Neither of my parents had finished grammar school because, like other poor families at the time, children
usually started to work at fourteen. Now, they could see their three children
through grammar and high school. Higher education was tuition-free for Californians at that time. We all attended the local community college. My brothers
soon dropped out. I did not. I became the first person in my family to graduate from community college and then, after working for a year while living
at home, saved enough to return to school. Always working part time, I managed to graduate in 1962 with a Ph.D. from the History Department at UCLA.
I found out later that I was part of a very small cohort of women who received
doctorates in American History during those years. Only three percent of those
doctoral degrees were awarded to women.
I did not study western history at UCLA. I wish I had. John Caughey, our
western historian, was back teaching again. He had been fired for refusing to
sign the loyalty oath demanded by the state of California of all employees, sued
the state, and won his case. My conservative Republican parents would have
deplored his stand, but I was not particularly interested in politics. When the
Botany Department hired me to wash test tubes, I signed that same loyalty
oath without a qualm. I had a vague idea that Caughey was respected in the
History Department for his stand on civil liberties and civil rights. My father,
like other conservative Republicans, must have followed the uproar over politics at the University of California system for, like others, he referred to UCLA
as the “Little Red School House.” On a visit to the UCLA campus around this
time, he lamented that such a beautiful campus had been taken over by the
“Communists.”
Thus, the people of California financed my tuition-free college education. I
worked to pay for my living expenses, however, and received a teaching assistantship for my final two years of graduate work. Our twentieth-century professor, George Mowry, did not encourage me to continue my studies. In fact, he
discouraged me, suggesting that I would soon have children and lose interest
in history. Fortunately, other professors accepted me as a serious student who
planned a career teaching and writing history. Most importantly, a newly promoted Civil War historian, Harold Hyman, guided me through the last years of
my graduate work. I had not been involved in the student protests of the 1950s
and early 1960s, but I was interested in the late nineteenth and early twenti2
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eth centuries, the years during which my German and Italian grandparents had
migrated to the United States. Hyman suggested I might explore internal security policies during World War I, when my German grandparents would have
been classified as “enemy aliens.” My dissertation on the American Protective
League introduced me to the issues surrounding immigration policy, but it had
little to do specifically with the West.
During my first teaching job at California Western, a small liberal arts college on Point Loma in San Diego, I gradually became interested in western history. It was one of the most beautiful campuses in the country and I happily
taught there for almost ten years. The campus, which had once been home to a
theosophical community, was still dotted with their buildings, including a small
blazingly white Greek theater facing the Pacific Ocean. I invited some of the
older Theosophists to give tours of the remaining buildings and to talk about
Theosophy, which had been strongly influenced by Asian religions. I remember
sitting in the snack bar watching the whales migrate south to their winter calving grounds. A rack for surfboards stood outside the boy’s dormitory and many
came to afternoon classes, as we would say, “blissed out.”
Down the road from the campus stood the Cabrillo National Monument.
Soon after starting to teach, I met Ross Holland, the historian stationed there.
The Monument land had been set aside by the national government to commemorate the first European to sail along the California coast. Ross regaled
me with stories about the mystery of Cabrillo, after whom the monument was
named. No one seemed to know where he had come from or why he sailed
up the west coast to claim this land for Portugal. A few years into teaching, as
I planned to take a trip to Europe, Ross asked if I would try to locate Cabrillo’s birth place in Portugal. I arrived in Portugal with a vague plan to check
out towns named Cabril and a contact with a Portuguese woman who would
accompany me as companion and interpreter as I tried to find Cabrillo’s village.
We had a grand time visiting these small villages and meeting local landlords who still had libraries in their grand villas. Of Cabrillo, we could find not
a trace. Later we found out that Cabrillo was not Portuguese but a Spaniard sailing under the Portuguese flag because the king of Portugal claimed the west
coast. That exciting but fruitless search for Cabrillo’s birthplace was my first
introduction to western history.
My interest in immigration proved more lasting. I discovered that one of the
immigrant groups targeted by the government for surveillance had been the
Asian Indians who filtered into the west coast of the United States and Canada
during the first decades of the twentieth century. Along with the immigrants
who came to work in the fields and to build railroads, were a few Asian Indians
working for independence from the British Raj. My early interest in surveillance
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led me to study these Indian revolutionaries and I traveled up and down the
West Coast tracking down their small immigrant communities. Eventually, this
Asian Indian history drew me to study their activities in India and in Germany
as well as in America. This was a part of western history, but it was not primarily western history. Accidentally, not intentionally, I had wandered from early
western exploration into modern immigration history.
While Asian immigration interested me, I soon became dissatisfied with
teaching traditional political history and was swept away from my idyllic life on
Point Loma into the “back to the land” movement. I packed away my notes on
Asian immigrants and an early draft for a book on government policy toward
them. I moved to a communal farm in southern Colorado. For several years I
raised goats, drove trucks in the potato harvest, and spent time in potato cellars sorting them for the market. Then I returned to northern California and
worked in an applesauce cannery where rural women worked on the line sorting apples. I learned how hard it was to live on the income of an agricultural
worker, in the fields and in the factories that processed food.
This self-organized continuing education eventually led me to a new field of
history. I did not want to go back to teaching Civil War history as I had done for
many years in San Diego. I was even unsure of my future as a historian when
I returned to San Diego in the early 1970s and found that a fledgling women’s
movement had taken form. I volunteered to help staff a women’s bookstore. As a
bookstore volunteer, I had access to the new books being published on women’s
labor history. This new women’s history rekindled my interest in research, not
only for what it offered as a new focus but also for what it lacked. The blossoming women’s history of the late 1960s and early 1970s was focused on women
who had left the fields and farms for the city. None of these books told the history of rural women. None matched my recent experiences on the farm or the
strong women I met in the San Luis Valley of Colorado during the two years I
lived and worked there. None described the agricultural work engaged in by
other women for most of history. Then one day, huddled by a heater on a cold
damp day in San Diego, it came to me. Here was a whole world of women’s history to be explored. I returned to teaching, first at Arizona State University, then
at UCLA. In August of 1976, I arrived at Las Cruces to teach at New Mexico
State University (NMSU).
In 2016 I celebrated my fortieth year living in New Mexico. I still remember
that spring day in 1976 when Darlis Miller, the western historian at NMSU, met
me at the El Paso airport. As we drove north to Las Cruces, she alerted me to
the fact that not all the men in the department were interested in women’s history. They were, however, impressed by my work in political history. During
the next few days, I met the faculty and their wives. The men were cordial and
4
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seemed impressed that I had taught and published not only women’s history,
but also political history. Their wives, mostly working women themselves, were
intrigued by my research on working women.
Dean Thomas Gale, a historian by training, also seemed interested in rural
history. Although agricultural history was a well-established field, and NMSU
was a land-grant university, established explicitly to foster agriculture, the concept of expanding the history of agricultural production to include the cultures
and communities within which it was embedded seemed new and exciting. I
must have transmitted some of that excitement to my potential colleagues as
I sat at that long table discussing my research interests and later mingled with
them at informal gatherings. I was obviously not a newly “minted” young graduate. I was, in a way, a “recycled” scholar. Fortunately, my experiment learning
about rural life occurred at the end of almost ten years of teaching and publishing which I could list on my vitae. I did not list my informal education living
and working in rural communities.
When I arrived in New Mexico in 1976, I had already taught women’s history in California and Arizona with scanty resources, but I was dismayed that
so little had been written about New Mexico women. Darlis Miller introduced
me to what was available, but we both realized that what had been published
was an “old” western history, which emphasized the “civilizing” of the West by
white women. That led to our collaboration on “The Gentle Tamers Revisited:
New Approaches to the History of Women in the American West,” and its publication by the Pacific Historical Review in 1980. We used that article to sum
up this “old history” and to advocate a new history that was multicultural. We
hoped it would be of use to historians. It became something more as others
equally disappointed by what had been written joined us in this new work. Most
importantly, Sue Armitage and Elizabeth Jameson assembled two volumes of
readings on western women’s history: The Women’s West (1987) and Writing the
Range (1997), organized the Coalition for Western Women’s History, planned
conferences to bring historians together to share their research and discuss
new subjects that needed attention, and inaugurated the Jensen-Miller prize to
encourage scholarly articles. Today, the Jensen-Miller prize, now sponsored by
the Western History Association, still encourages and rewards those who write
western women’s history.
As western women’s history flourished, I passed that history on to my students, continually asking them to find out what women had experienced in New
Mexico. All my students had to write family histories, and from them I started
to piece together a story of women’s lives. They taught me much about the lives
of the women in their families and with their help I began to write about New
Mexico women.
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Fortunately, the editors at the New Mexico Historical Review shared my
interest in women’s history. Over the last almost forty years the New Mexico
Historical Review has published nine articles in which I explore the history of
New Mexico women. The first, “Disfranchisement is a Disgrace: Women and
Politics in New Mexico,” was published in 1981, and the most recent “Pie Town
and Beyond: Mapping West Central New Mexico,” was published in the winter of 2015. In this latest article, I lament the lack of research on both women
and men of all ethnic groups for west central New Mexico. Although I do not
consider myself to be primarily a historian of New Mexico, I see a continuing line of interest. I want to know the stories of the people who once lived on
the land I am now passing through. And when I need encouragement to continue my search for stories about the women who preceded me, I visit an old
cemetery. The brief epitaphs I find there—often only a name and the dates of
their brief sojourns—I am reenergized in my search for the stories they might
have to tell.
Some years ago, for his master’s degree project, an art student painted a
mural of early Spanish settlers on a prominent Las Cruces water tower. The settlers were all men. A group of local women protested that his mural was historically inaccurate because early documents described many women among
the early settlers who trudged north. When he repainted that mural some years
later, he included women along with the men. As that artist learned, many people want New Mexico women to take their rightful place in state history. One
has only to visit a local graveyard to be reminded that women are half of the
people resting there.
And yet, women’s history alone will not tell us everything we need to know
about their lives. As I look at my own helter-skelter piles of books, many of
them focus on the military history of New Mexico. They seldom mention women’s presence, but they do tell me much about their environment in which they
lived. The Southwest is scattered with places named after the cottonwood tree.
Alamo is the Spanish word for cottonwood. The Hopi call them maako, the
Navajo tiis. Kathleen Cain tells us in The Cottonwood Tree: An American Champion (2007) that all groups looked for cottonwoods which marked the location
of water, thriving along creeks and streams. In another book pile is Margaret E.
Derry’s Masterminding Nature: The Breeding of Animals, 1750–2010 (2015). On
the cover is the head of a purebred beef shorthorn from the author’s farm in
Canada. Inside, I learn how and why animals were and are “pure bred.” I have
notes from a history of Angora goats by the South African author Olive Schreiner who took the time to inquire the United States government how many
Angora goats were being raised in New Mexico in the 1890s. The answer was
fifty-two thousand.
6
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I have scouts everywhere sending me reports of women who have left traces
behind as they passed through this land. A NMSU archivist alerted me of one of
my current projects, describing the work of rancher Margaret Armer Reid. She
was an internationally known breeder of angora goats who ranched in southern
New Mexico. With the help of skilled Hispanic herders, she built a successful
business on her goats, both as breeding stock and producers of premium angora
wool. Reid sent her wool by pack animals to the small railhead at Nutt, New
Mexico. From there the wool went by rail to Massachusetts mills where it was
woven into the soft fabric that came to be a favorite upholstery for automobiles.
A friend in Alpine, Texas, tells me there is a faded “Wool Barn” sign painted on
the side of a downtown building. Alpine was, and is, the first stop of trains heading east from El Paso. Perhaps, Reid sent her wool by train to Alpine where it
was added to Texas mohair, much of it from the herds owned by Texas women.
Thus, we are piecing together women’s ranching history.
Trying to find out about farming by women in western New Mexico is as
important as researching their history in ranching. It begins with Zuni women.
Richard Hart’s Pedro Pino: Governor of Zuni Pueblo, 1830–1878 (2003), tracks the
trade in food and fabled hospitality of the Zuni during one period. They were
raising an estimated fifteen thousand sheep by mid-century. Yet, even Hart’s
detailed study does not adequately describe the work that women did during
this era. By the 1880s, he notes, this trade was diminished by competition from
settlers and by merchants importing supplies by railroad and that Zuni women
were turning to handcrafts to bring in cash. Yet, James A. Vlasich, in Pueblo
Indian Agriculture (2005), tells us that the Zuni people were still provisioning
military and civilian travelers with grain, fruit, and vegetables raised on their
lands at the end of the nineteenth century. He lists Zuni Pueblo as farming over
five thousand acres in 1900, and reproduces a photograph from 1912 showing
their fields stretching out from the women’s waffle gardens, to orchards and
grain fields beyond, with sheep grazing in the distance.
We still know very little about Hispanic women in New Mexico and the West.
Hispanas played an important role in founding and sustaining the early mining towns in which Mexican men worked. When men worked below ground,
women assumed most of the responsibility for the above ground work necessary to their survival. When men worked above ground, they worked by their
side. They were essential in founding the small villages and farms that spread
out along each acequia madre, the mother ditch.
Thus there is still much research to be done to understand the work of New
Mexico women. As historians have learned, archival documents tell us some
things about western women, but we need the field work of anthropologists and
oral historians, in collaboration with local people to fully understand western
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women’s lives. We are learning about western women’s stories and the environments within which they struggled and, often, flourished. When audiences ask
about what western women have done, our short answer is plenty. The longer
answer is still being written.
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